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Is the global conservation status assessment
of a threatened taxon a utopia?
Gregor Kozlowski 
Abstract The signatory countries of the Convention on Biological Diversity agreed to
signiWcantly reduce the rate of biodiversity loss by 2010. How will we know, however, if
we have achieved this goal? Eight groups of hindrances in evaluating the global conserva-
tion status of threatened taxon are identiWed: (1) the extreme heterogeneity and (2)
restricted availability of relevant data; (3) the uncertainty in species number and taxonomic
division of the given taxon (Linnean shortfall); (4) the fragmentary distribution knowledge
(Wallacean shortfall); (5) the incomplete or incorrect red-listing across the whole distribu-
tion area; (6) the lack of homogeneous and exhaustive population trend data; (7) the threat
knowledge shortfall; (8) the incomplete general biological knowledge on a given taxon.
The Linnean and Wallacean shortfalls lay the foundation of all other hindrances. So long as
this dramatic shortfall situation does not change, the adequate assessment of the global sta-
tus for overwhelming majority of extant taxa will remain a utopia.
Keywords Linnean shortfall · Wallacean shortfall · Red-listing · Conservation priority 
setting · Data deYciency
During the last centuries the dimension of anthropogenic alteration of natural habitats and
the extinction crisis has attained levels never seen during human history (Brown and Lomo-
lino 1998; Jenkins 2003). In the very near future this tendency will not relent since the
acquisition of natural resources for human needs will expose the environment and all living
organisms to even more drastic changes (Foley et al. 2005).
The signatory countries of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) agreed to sig-
niWcantly reduce the rate of biodiversity loss by 2010 (Brooks and Kennedy 2004). How
will we know, however, if we have achieved this goal? Although there are growing eVorts
in order to improve the methods of conservation status assessment, such newly developed
“barometers of biodiversity” can only be applied for an inWnitely small fraction of the
global biodiversity (e.g., for well-studied vertebrate groups such as birds) (Butchart et al.
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2004; Rodrigues 2006). Therefore, although well intended, CBD and similar political
agreements are nothing more than a desire which confronts the scientists and conservation-
ists with almost insoluble problems.
Faced with limited time and funding conservation actions and conservation assessments
have to rely on priority settings, which will be one of the most challenging issues for con-
servation biology during the next decades (Master 1991; Roberge and Angelstam 2004).
The problem seems simple: we have to start our conservation eVorts with species or taxo-
nomic groups which are threatened worldwide. Aware of this problem, many scientiWc and
governmental organizations are planning to create in the next years new priority lists of
endangered species taking into consideration their global conservation status. How realistic
is, however, such global assessment of the conservation status of any taxon-candidate for
such priority list?
The hindrances in such global conservation status assessment can be divided into
eight categories (Fig. 1). One of the Wrst barriers will be the low availability of the exist-
ing data as well as its extreme heterogeneity (if any data exist at all). For the majority of
biota the information published in peer-reviewed journals and books is extremely sparse.
Indeed, most of the valuable data are hidden in local journals, in local data-bases, in
unpublished theses, reports, action plans, Weld surveys, and all that written in many lan-
guages. The numerous online compendiums of described species launched during last
few years are either in a developmental stage (e.g., Encyclopedia of Life assisted by
Edward O. Wilson: http://www.eol.org) or still extremely incomplete (Catalogue of Life:
http://www.catalogueoXife.org).
Two recent papers of Whittaker et al. (2005) and Bini et al. (2006) demonstrated, how-
ever, that the so-called Linnean and Wallacean shortfalls are laying the foundation of all
other hindrances in global conservation status assessment. The Linnean shortfall refers to
our extremely limited knowledge of the overall biodiversity on our planet (Brown and
Lomolino 1998). It is generally accepted that the number of undiscovered organisms sur-
passes considerably the number of described taxa. Very well-known and often repeated in
the public media, is the problem of so-called Centilenan extinctions (Wilson 1992) when
undiscovered species go extinct before they are known to science (Brown and Lomolino
1998). However, even in very well studied regions and in relatively well known groups of
Fig. 1 Hindrances to overcome: scientists and conservationists trying to assess the global conservation status
of any chosen endangered taxon are faced with numerous shortfalls and obstacles
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organisms the Linnean shortfall is still an important and topical deWciency (Marris 2007).
Furthermore, the general tendency at universities is rather to weaken (or even to stop) the
support of taxonomic studies. This recent negligence of taxonomy is inexplicable and stays
in direct contradiction to the international biodiversity agreements mentioned above.
The Wallacean shortfall, as it was named by Lomolino and Heaney (2004), refers to our
inadequate knowledge of global, regional and even local distribution of a given taxon. It
was named after A. R. Wallace who was one of the founders of biogeography. The distribu-
tion data deWcit is not only typical of poorly studied organisms (e.g., nematodes) but also,
for example, of mammals or vascular plants in Europe (Whittaker et al. 2005). Given the
massive improvements in computer power, the Wallacean shortfall is the most embarrass-
ing for scientiWc community. The core of the problem lies in the insuYcient support for
both Weld surveys and collection inventories. In many countries, such extremely laborious
surveys are perceived by national science foundations as applied and thus not Wtting well
into modern university strategy. On the other side, for governmental conservation agencies
and private foundations, inventories and mapping are seen as part of fundamental science and
thus should be covered by universities. This vicious circle needs immediate scientiWc and
political solution.
Until recently, World Conservation Union (IUCN) Red Lists were the most popular con-
servational tools for designating the priorities in conservation eVorts (Gärdenfors et al.
2001). The traditional red lists, however, operate almost exclusively at national level. Addi-
tionally, the criteria developed by IUCN are not always applicable for a speciWc area (e.g.,
a very small country) or for taxa with a complex biology (e.g., migratory birds) (Gärdenf-
ors et al. 2001; Keller et al. 2005). Red-listing shortfall, however, refers not only to these
conceptual problems but much more to the very prosaic one: there are still many countries
and even whole continents, which for the majority of taxa do not have any listing of threat-
ened species at all.
The knowledge on population trends is still another important element in the evaluation
of the real extinction risk. In order to know whether a given taxon is regressing or not, we
need as exact as possible indications on the number of its populations, and this for several
temporal data points. Further, it is important to know whether the given taxon is endan-
gered by a major factor such as global warming or by a relatively minor or strongly local-
ized threat such as overhunting or overcollecting by the local human population. Since the
spectrum of such anthropogenic threats to biodiversity is very broad, the threat knowledge
shortfall could signiWcantly hinder the global conservation status assessment. Finally, the
inadequate general biological knowledge other than distribution and taxonomy (e.g., repro-
duction biology, demographic processes, genetic diversity, dispersal mechanisms, etc.) has
an enormous inXuence on the global conservation status of any taxon under consideration.
Such detailed biological knowledge is available, once again, for only an extremely small
portion of all taxonomic groups. It is evident that all hindrances described above are
strongly interdependent (see Fig. 1). The population trend shortfall, for example, is on one
hand responsible for the red-listing shortfall; on the other hand it results from the Walla-
cean or Linnean shortfall.
So long as this dramatic knowledge deWciency does not change, the adequate assessment
of the global status for the overwhelming majority of extant taxa will remain a utopia.
There are some partial solutions of this problem. Scientists could, for example, learn more
of how to deal with the uncertainty and reliability of the available data (Todd and Burgman
1998; Burgman et al. 1999). We could also undertake more eVorts in order to improve the
information exchange among diVerent conservation actors (scientists, administration units,
politicians, local conservation agents, etc.) (Rodrigues 2006). The danger is that by doing
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so most of the scientists and governments will remain muddled in debates about methods
and concepts, whereas the basis of the problem will remain unchanged (Green 2005). Thus,
real change in future conservation eVorts will be only possible if governments incorporate
the biodiversity conservation objectives within their substantially funded conservation pro-
grammes at a Wnancial level comparable with the economic development programmes
(McLean et al. 1999).
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